RALPH    RASHLEIGH
'Crack/ he replied, bewildered by the high spirits of his
questioners.
'There's twenty-eight of us now/ said one^ *all jugged for
housebreaking.'
'The scragsrnan [hangman] will make a rare haul out of
us/ cried another: a sally which was greeted with roars of
laughter, as if to jest about their coming end was to touch the
very apex of humour.
During the midday meal Rashleigh sat next one of his
late companions in Smugglers' Ward., speculating upon the
probable number of those condemned who would actually be
hanged. It was well known that after each Sessions a certain
proportion of the sentences were commuted to transporta-
tion, but so haphazard appeared to be the method by "which
the lucky ones were selected, that it was impossible to specu-
late who among them all would escape hanging. Tales were
told of authentic cases in which hardened criminals with a
long record of offences were allowed to escape and young
thieves were hanged. These stories had the effect of still
further depressing Rashleigh, whose anticipations were
darkened by complete hopelessness.
He managed to keep despair at arm's length during the
afternoon by joining in the gambling and singing in which
the bolder and less imaginative spirits indulged, and keeping
his eyes averted from the spectacle of the few miserable
creatures who paced gloomily up and down the ward, mutter-
ing and groaning in fear.
At night the prisoners were broken up into threes and led
to the dormitories in which they were to sleep during the
short remainder of their lives. The cells were twelve feet by
eight, containing three rude bedsteads, on each of which
were two rugs and a straw mattress. It was already dusk,
and as no artificial light was provided, Rashleigh and his two
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